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We are very excited to 
have put together a new 
Neurodevelopmental 
Guide which is specific to 
Southend. 

Why have we created 
the guide? We felt it 
was important to have a 
Southend specific guide, to 
help local families navigate 
their way through what 
can feel like a complicated 
system. Southend is 
quite unique in that it 

Grab yourself 
one of our new 
Neurodevelopmental 
Guides! 

offers different services 
to Essex. We wanted to 
make a simple and easy 
to understand booklet 
that contains information 
about what services are 
applicable to Southend 
compared to Essex. 

Continues on page 2...

JOIN OUR MAILING LIST  www.southendsendindependentforum.co.uk/join-us
Make sure you have your say on current surveys, consultations and focus  
groups and for information about our events and workshops. 

5 Second 
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‘TOGETHER WE CAN MAKE POSITIVE CHANGES IN THE RIGHT WAY!’
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The guide is fully accessible online at:

https://www.southendsendindependentforum.co.uk/

This guide is FREE as we believe that every family in the City of

Southend with a child or young person with neurodevelopmental

needs, should have easy access to information on how to make their

journey easier.

Southend's Guide to Your
Neurodevelopmental
Journey
Southend's Guide to Your
Neurodevelopmental
Journey

Help support your ND child or young person; 

Find the right services and support; 

Understand next steps; 

Get recommendations from other local ND families;

Read first person experiences from local ND children

and adults; 

SSIF are proud to announce the

release of Southend's Guide to Your

Neurodevelopmental Journey!

This fantastic guide is jam packed with information on all

things Neurodevelopmental (ND), to help families to not

only understand the different ND conditions (Autism,

ADHD, Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, Dyscalculia, Dysgraphia) but

also how to; 

And so much more!
 

We have a limited number of paper copies of the guide available for families who are unable to access it

online.  If you would like a paper copy, please email southendndguide@gmail.com or text  ok to you, or text

07955 067588, stating that you would like a paper copy of the guide and your name and contact details.

What do we hope to 
achieve? It can feel 
overwhelming when you 
are pushed down the 
SEND rabbit hole! We 
want parents to feel like 
there is light at the end of 
the tunnel, and that this 
guide can help with the 
overwhelming feeling you 
can have once you start on 
the SEND journey. We want 
the guides to go to families 
while they are waiting for a 
diagnosis. No-one should 
have to wait 2 years to 
receive support for their 
children, so we hope the 
guide will help people while 
they are waiting for their 
diagnosis. We hope the new 
ND pathway through the 
Lighthouse will bring down 
the waiting times, but in 
the meanwhile our aim is 
to ensure all parents and 

carers on the waiting list are 
provided with information 
and access to support. 

What’s in the booklet? 
The fantastic guide 
is jam packed with 
information on all things 
Neurodevelopmental (ND), 
to help families to not only 
understand the different 
ND conditions (Autism, 
ADHD, Dyslexia, Dyspraxia, 
Dyscalculia, Dysgraphia) 
but also how to:

   Help support your ND 
child or young person

   Find the right 
services and support; 
Understand next steps

   Get recommendations 
from other local ND 
families

   Read first person 
experiences from  
local ND children  
and adults

 

The copies are 
completely FREE! We 
have a limited number 
of paper copies of the 
guide available for 
families who are unable 
to access it online. If 
you would like a paper 
copy, please email 
southendndguide@
gmail.com, or text 
07955 067588, stating 
that you would like a 
paper copy of the guide 
along with your name 
and address, and we will 
get one sent out to you!

We hope you find the 
guide useful! 

YOU CAN 
DOWNLOAD AN 

ELECTRONIC  
COPY VIA OUR 

WEBSITE 

How do you get  
a copy?

Continued from page 1...

What’s on the 
Local Offer? 
The Southend Local Offer 
is found on the Livewell 
Southend website and 
is designed to be a ‘go 
to’ place for finding out 
about local information 
about SEND. 

Here’s a page that we think 
you may find useful –  
A Guide about SEND 
Support to help you 
navigate your way through 
how to access the right 
support for your child or 
young person. It has been 
written by the Educational 
Psychology Service 
with SSIF, and contains 
information from Sendiass.

You told us you wanted some sessions 
that help increase your knowledge 
and understanding of various traits 
and conditions, so we carried out a 
mixture of virtual and in person events.   

In February, as a run up to ND 
Awareness Week, SSIF hosted a 
3-day, in person, free, conference at 
the Cliffs Pavilion. We had 7 sessions 
with speakers, Harry Thompson 
(PDA), Donna Boygle (Sensory), 
Sarah-Jane Critchley (D Girls), Chris 
Bonnello (Autistic not Weird), Royston 
Kymberly (ND Mental Health), The 
Early Help Team (SCC) and Laura 
Kerbey and Jodie Isitt (ADHD). 

The sessions were amazing and SSIF 
would like to extend a huge thank you 
to all those who attended, and a round 
of applause to our amazing speakers! 

The feedback was outstanding and 
there certainly is an appetite to do 
something similar in the future.

The following week in conjunction 
with Sunshine Support we did a suite 
of Webinars specifically for those 
who needed to access information 
remotely on the following topics:

    Developmental Language Disorder 
    School refusal
    Selective Mutism
    Masking and Fawning
    Legacy planning
    Trauma in children
    Fabricated or induced Illness
    Trauma and parental burnout

If you would like to see any 
workshops, webinars or 
presentations on particular topics 
please get in touch with us!

You told us...
we listened!

https://www.southendsendindependentforum.co.uk/ndguide
https://www.southendsendindependentforum.co.uk/ndguide
https://livewellsouthend.com/kb5/southendonsea/directory/advice.page?id=S1E_rLM9Jsg
https://livewellsouthend.com/kb5/southendonsea/directory/advice.page?id=S1E_rLM9Jsg
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I am a proud mum of a 6 
year old PDA Autistic son 
with ADHD and Global 
Development Delay.  I am 
also a PDA Autistic with 
ADHD and OCD.  I am the 
Conference Lead for SSIF 
and have been a member 
of the steering group for 
18 months.

Why do you like being 
part of SSIF?
I have a strong drive to 
help shape services to 
better suit the needs of 
SEND children.  Being 
part of SSIF has enabled 
me to be able to work 
with various services and 
to influence change and 
understanding of what 
SEND children and young 
people need in order to be 
happy and thrive.

What has been your 
proudest moment?
Creating the Southend's 
Guide to Your 
Neurodevelopmental 
Journey.  This is the guide 
that I wish I had when we 
first started on our SEND 

Spotlight on a
SSIF Member

Every newsletter we will 
introduce you to a member of 
the Southend SEND Independent 
Forum (SSIF) team. This time, we 
are introducing…  

Jo Richardson
journey when my son was 
18 months old.  Being able 
to help SEND families 
to understand 
their children 
and young 
people's 
needs and 
where they 
can go to 
get support 
or help is a 
privilege and 
I feel honoured to 
be in a position where I 
have been able to do that.  
Definitely my proudest 
moment.

If you could change one 
thing about the SEND 
system what would it be?
This is a tough question!  
There are a lot to choose 
from, but I would say that 
the biggest one for me 
is understanding; that all 
professionals/therapists/
teachers etc have far 
greater understanding of 
different SEND children 
and young people's needs.  
So often children and 

young people are failed by 
the system simply because 

their needs are not 
identified, 

understood, 
and 
therefore, 
not 
supported.  
This is 

especially 
true for PDA 

children and 
young people.

What do you do when 
you aren’t working for 
SSIF?
I co-run a suicide 
intervention and 
prevention service called 
Friends For Lives that 
caters to all ages and 
abilities.  My focus is on 
SEND and Neurodivergent 
children and adults 
to ensure that their 
mental health needs 
are understood and 
supported.  Other than 
that, I am an avid gamer, 
writer, and SEND advocate 
for families in the UK.

"So often children 
and young people 
are failed by the 
system simply 

because their needs 
are not identified, 
understood, and 

therefore, not 
supported." 

Second 
Poll

When you have children 
with SEND you often 
have very little time on 
your hands! So we have 
created a ‘5 Second Poll’ 
so everyone can have 
their say in seconds! 

The Government have 
now completed their 
SEND Review and recently 
released their Green 
Paper, which means their 
recommendations are now 
open for consultation. 

Do you think the SEND 
Review will make a 
positive difference to 
your family? Click here to 
let us know! 

5 

So our 5 Second Poll 
this time is…

DID YOU KNOW...

We have 
920 followers 
on Facebook

attended our 
PDA session

44 people

http://www.smartsurvey.co.uk/s/R2YYTT/
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WHY?

Due to serious failings at 
the start of the new school 
term we felt compelled 
to call a meeting about 
Transport. The new provider, 
Vecteo, had failed to deliver 
the needs of families by 
transporting children and 
young people to and from 
school safely. Parents were 
deeply distressed about the 
service. We arranged the 
public meeting to address 
these concerns and to make 
sure parents and carers had 
their voices heard, to insist 
urgent changes were made 
to the service and safety of 
the children. 

WHEN?

On 10th September 2021 
we had a meeting at the 
Civic Centre and invited 
local parents and carers to 
attend alongside a panel of 
representatives from Local 
Authority officers, the new 
SEND Transport provider 
Vecteo and the Director of 
Education, Brin Martin.

Transport Meeting
WHAT HAPPENED?

About 30 parents came 
to the meeting. It was 
understandably a powerful 
and emotive afternoon. 
It was paramount for 
the providers and Local 
Authority to hear the 
personal experiences of 
the families. 

NEXT?

As a result of the public 
meeting a working 
group was formed with 
representatives from the 
Local Authority, Vecteo, 
parent carers, special 
schools and Little Heroes. 
Due to the severity of the 
situation, meetings were 
held weekly because it 
was important to get 
things moving at pace. 
We continue to meet on 
a regular basis to ensure 
challenge is maintained.

"At the Audit 
Committee meeting 
on 23rd March, the 
Audit Committee 
considered an update 
on the investigation 
into service failures by 
Vecteo. As a committee, 
we were shocked at 
some of the content 
of this investigation, 
pertaining as it does 
to some of the most 
vulnerable children that 
the local authority has 
responsibility for.

Given the seriousness 
of the situation, we 
felt that more detailed 
examination of Vecteo 
was required, and that 
it could not afford to 
wait. Therefore, I have 
written to Councillor 

Lesley Salter, the chair 
of the Council's People 
Scrutiny Committee, 
to request an urgent 
special meeting to do 
exactly that. Councillor 
Salter has agreed, and 
a date for the meeting 
will be announced soon.

My heart goes out to 
those who have been 
affected by these 
failures. Across the 
whole council, and all 
parties, we recognise 
the seriousness of the 
failures with Vecteo. 
It is vital that the 
experiences of those 
affected are heard, 
that the lessons to be 
learned are learned, 
and that all of this 
takes place in public."

Councillor Matt Dent: 

We also attended the Audit 
Committee and the result 
from that meeting is that 
the Transport contract is 
going into special measures. 
We feel deeply disappointed 
and frustrated that there are 
still so many unanswered 
questions and the safety of 
children and young people is 
still of concern.

Whilst we acknowledge 
that this service has been 
discussed at Audit Committee 
and Scrutiny Committee, 
there is as yet no significant 
progress or accountability.  
Please be assured that we 
will keep actively challenging 
those responsible until the 
service is fit for purpose 
for all children and young 
people. We will continue to 
keep you informed.

This makes our forum an 
official group through 
Companies House, and 
is limited by guarantee 
meaning it's a 'not for 
profit' organisation, where 
any profit/grants we do 
receive is put back into 
the company to be used 
to benefit the community. 
The way a CIC is structured 
means we must have 

some Directors listed on 
the Companies House 
website (although none of 
our Directors will receive 
any payment for their work 
as a Director). Another 
positive of becoming a CIC 
is that it opens up more 
opportunities for funding 
than a constituted group 
does (which is what we 
were before).

 

Nothing at all! Nothing 
will change, other than 
we have become more 
officially recognised 
and there will be public 
documents related to SSIF 
on the Companies House 
website.

SSIF are pleased to 
announce that we 
have recently become 
a Community Interest 
Company (CIC).  A CIC is 
a special type of limited 
company which exists to 
benefit the community 
rather than private 
shareholders.

SSIF become a CIC
WHAT DOES THIS 
MEAN TO YOU?



SOUTHEND SEND INDEPENDENT FORUM CIC 5

Please provide a brief 
introduction to yourself 
as the DCS, including 
a background to what 
roles you did previously.

Before joining Southend 
in January 2020, I was the 
Director, Education and 
Early Intervention and 
Interim Acting Director 
of Children’s Services for 
the London Borough of 
Hounslow in West London. 
I was in Hounslow for just 
under 10 years, joining 
them from Wandsworth 
Council in 2010.

The findings of the 
Government SEND 
Review is due to be 
published imminently. 

Q&A with 

the Director of 
Children's Services

Michael Marks

Michael Marks is the statutory 
Director of Children’s Services for 
Southend. Michael is responsible 
for Education, Early Years, Children 
Services and Public Health.

Michael plays an important role in the 
improvement journey of Southend SEND 
services. SSIF put some questions to 
Michael in March, about his role and what 
he is going to do to make services better 
for our families:

What would you like to 
see within it?

I welcome the SEND 
review announced in 
2019 as an opportunity to 
take stock of the reforms 
introduced in the Children 
and Families Act 2014. The 
principles of those reforms 
were right but regrettably 
they haven’t delivered 
the intended outcomes 
of the reforms from 2014, 
and more importantly do 
not work for children and 
young people. The level of 
demand within the system 
is not sustainable going 
forward and I hope the 
Government SEND review 
will address this.

The review is an 
opportunity to make the 
system work better for 
children, young people, 
and their families. We need 
to take the positives from 
the 2014 reforms: children 
and young people at the 
centre, co-production 
with families, and a 
continued emphasis on 
a partnership approach 
to meeting needs. I 
hope it will consider how 
across all providers it will 
support a better offer 
for children and young 
people with special 
educational needs and 
disability, that is inclusive, 
holistic and considers the 
opportunity and impact of 
other associated reforms 
including those to health 
through the proposals for 
Integrated Care Systems 
(ICS). As part of the review, 
I really hope that there is 

more investment in child 
and adolescent mental 
health services at tier 2, 3 
and 4, given the increase 
in demand for such 
services since the original 
reforms in 2014.

The pandemic has had 
a detrimental effect 
on many vulnerable 
children. What is the 
Local Authority doing to 
make sure children and 
young people locally 
are receiving the right 
support to ensure they 
don't feel long term 
effects of the pandemic?

Early in the pandemic 
we assessed all existing 
cases to prioritise those 
families that needed 
more support during 
lockdown, especially as the 
restrictions on movement 
meant that fewer families 
could be seen in person. 
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Education and social 
care colleagues worked 
closely together and with 
schools, to support more 
children and young people 
to attend school where 
possible. We know that 
lockdown had a significant 
impact on a number 
of children and young 
people we were already 
working with; but that it 
also affected and impacted 
on families who had never 
accessed our services. 

We continue to work 
closely with schools, 
colleges, early years 
providers and family 
centres to support those 
children, young people 
and their families who 
have been affected by 
the pandemic and will 
continue to work with our 
partners to minimise the 
long-term effects. We need 
to clearly promote and 
communicate the services 
available in Southend to 
ensure that children and 
young people receive the 
right support at the right 
time. We know we need 
to do this better and the 
feedback from the peer 
review confirmed that.

In the Peer Review that 
took place in November, 
some feedback given 
was that the Local 
Authority looks at cases 
through a 'safeguarding 
lens' resulting in parents 
feeling that their 
parenting abilities are 
being questioned. How 
are you going to improve 
the feeling of this 'blame 
culture' whilst ensuring 
safeguarding duties  
are met?

It is important that we 
communicate better with 
parents. As the statutory 
Director of Children’s 
Services (DCS) for the 
Council I must ensure 
that our services are safe 
and the support that we 
provide to families meets 
their needs. All referrals for 
support to the Children’s 
Social Work, Early Help 
and Youth Support 
services, which includes 
the Children with Disability 
Service, come through the 
same ‘front door’, the Multi 
Agency Safeguarding Hub 
(MASH). All Councils that 
provide this service have 
a MASH. Our intention 
was never for parents to 
feel blamed, but what we 
need to look at is how we 
can improve the way we 
communicate with parents 
so they feel supported 
and so that we can work 
together with them to 
ensure that their children 
get the support they need 
when they need it.

How are you going to 
improve communication 
between the Local 
Authority and families?

We want to work with you 
as the official Parent Carer 
Forum (PCF) to engage 
with as many families as 
possible. We also want to 
engage better with other 
parent and carer groups 
in Southend and I know 
we haven’t always got that 
right. Another key piece of 
work for us in the Council 
and for partner agencies 
is to ensure the voices 
and lived experiences of 
children and young people 
informs the SEND offer. 
We need to avoid jargon 
and ensure whenever we 
communicate that we use 
plain English and that we 
use every communications 
channel we have to ensure 
we get messages out to 
families, but also that we 
provide opportunities 
for families to get their 
comments, thoughts, and 
ideas back to us.

Co-production is about 
ensuring the voices 
of the service users 
are at the heart of all 
conversations, listening, 
working together and 
making positive changes 
as a result. Do you feel 
Co-production with 
parents and carers is 
embedded throughout 
the Local Authority, and 
if not, what assurances 
can you give that you 
will be championing this 
going forward?

I do think co-production 
has improved but there 
is still more work to do. 
Both in terms of work with 
individual families and in 
the design of new services, 
policies, and procedures. 
The Council and the SEND 
Strategic Partnership 
board are committed 
to co-production 
and championing it 
going forward. We will 
be launching a new 
Partnership SEND strategy 
later in the year and it is 
essential that this is co-
produced with parents, 
carers and children and 
young people.  

" We need to clearly promote and 
communicate the services available 
in Southend to ensure that children 
and young people receive the right 
support at the right time."

The review is 
an opportunity 
to make the 
system work 
better for 
children, young 
people, and 
their families.



As a relatively new forum, 
we are still finding our feet, 
understanding how a parent 
carer forum operates and 
focusing on expanding our 
membership. We have increased 
Facebook followers from 700 to 
over 900 in the last two months 
which is great progress!

The more we reach, the more 
parents and carers can have their 
say to influence positive change 
in Southend.

We have all very much been 
thrown in at the deep end since 
we started. I remember when 
I attended my first meeting 
about joining up with the forum, 
I initially thought I was going to 
be doing coffee mornings at my 
kids' schools once in a while - the 
reality is it’s turned out to be so 
much more than that!

From organising events to 
meetings with Senior Leaders 
within the Local Authority, I’m 
doing things that I never thought 
I would have been doing a couple 
of years ago, however, I and the 
other members of the steering 
group have completely embraced 
the challenge and are committed 
to improving services for all SEND 
children and young people. We 
all wanted to be part of the forum 
because our children have diverse 
and varying needs and have 
experienced a range of services 

within Southend, which at times 
have not met their needs and we 
know that you have had those 
experiences too.

We don’t claim to be experts in 
SEND or know everything about 
the SEND system, but have a 
passion to make the changes 
needed and get the voice of all 
parents and carers heard. The 
more we meet and listen to 
families like yours, the more we 
learn.

We are going through a steep 
learning curve and a journey that 
you are all part of too.

We are also part of the NNPCF 
(National Network of Parent Carer 
Forums). By being a member of 
SSIF, you are part of a national 
movement of over 100,000 parent 
carers - we are a giant community 
who all want better, and deserve 
better, for our families!

We want a culture change in 
Southend, and we feel we can 
achieve that through working 
together with those decision 
makers at the Local Authority and 
our Health services. It’s not easy, 
and there is an overwhelming 
amount to do, but with the 
support we have from the 
NNPCF, and a growing number of 
parents and carers joining us, we 
are moving in the right direction.

DO YOU WANT TO JOIN US AT SSIF? 
You can be a member for FREE by registering on our mailing list here: 
www.southendsendindependentforum.co.uk/join-us

southendsendindependentforum@gmail.com  |  www.southendsendindependentforum.co.uk

What does the 
government’s 
SEND Review 
Green Paper mean?
You may have seen in the press 
and social media lots about the 
launch of the SEND Review green 
paper. The paper sets out what 
the government proposes to 
change about the SEND system. 
The NNPCF (National Network of 
Parent Carer Forums) has outlined 
what we believe is good about 
the paper; such as greater focus 
on workforce development in 
schools, clarity on who pays for 
what, greater focus on workforce 
development in schools and 
additional money going into the 
system. But also the areas where 
we want more clarity; such as 
banding and how the new redress 
process will work. You can read 
the full details here.

To read the SEND Review Green 
Paper you can view it in full here.

Now the green paper is in 
consultation, what happens 
next? The consultation will run for 
13 weeks and close on 1st July 2022. 
The link to the consultation is via 
the above link to the green paper. 
The NNPCF are also working on a 
large parental survey with other 
parental groups such as Special 
Needs Jungle, the Disabled 
Children’s Partnership and Let 
us Learn Too. We want to gather 
thousands of parental views on 
the proposals and ensure that the 
parental voice is loud and clear 
and cannot be ignored through 
the consultation process. We will 
be sharing the survey in the next 
few weeks.

Letter from 
the Chair
Philomena

We have been operating for over a year now, and what a year it’s 
been! Starting a new group in the middle of a pandemic created a 
myriad of challenges, but we seem to have made it through somehow!

 https://nnpcf.org.uk/2022/03/29/send-green-paper-response-from-the-nnpcf/
https://www.gov.uk/government/consultations/send-review-right-support-right-place-right-time

